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ABSTRACT 

 

This study constitutes an examination of the sense-making process of charity advertisements. 

Its purpose is to shed light on an area that is still under-examined in media and charity 

advertising research: audience’s perceptions of such campaigns. Rather than examining 

representations of suffering or measuring the effects and effectiveness of charity campaigns, 

this project suggests for a more qualitative approach, and it is based on the assumption of an 

‘active audience’, that makes alternative interpretations of the media texts. It also presumes 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On March 5, 2012 Invisible Children’s ‘Kony 2012’ campaign was released. The campaign was 

part of an attempt to raise awareness of the human rights infractions and genocide conducted 

by Kony (Jenkins, 2012). As a result of its almost excessive visibility, the campaign was 

subjected to intensive debate: to some it was just a marketing ploy, to others a genius 

campaign that could lead to broader social change. The ‘Kony 2012’ campaign is one example 

of many. People in western countries are bombarded on a daily basis with television 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The first section of this project is a critical review of the related literature followed by the 

conceptual framework and a denotation of the research’s objectives. Theories and concepts 

examined in this context, even though they do not cover all the relevant literature, are the 

ones  used to structure the research question and those selected for the reason that they -

somehow- defy, support or validate the researcher’s own hypotheses, results and standpoints. 

 

Mediation and suffering: Guiding audience’s actions 
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means by which the suffering of people outside of our environment of contact is brought to 

audience’s attention (Tomlinson, 1999).  

 

On the one hand, humanitarian dispositions are presented as primarily based on shared 

humanity. Silverstone(2007) notes that since media use representations of people that are 

different from the viewers so as to offer an orientation to the wider world, they allow for 
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of representation significantly pertains to the truth and appropriateness of communication, 

when suffering is presented through media.  
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and thus are connected with innocence, they comprise candidates for compassion (Burnett & 

Wood, 1988; Moeller, 1999: 107; Smolej, 2010). 

 

Negative versus Positive Appeals 

 

Whether an appeal should have a positive or negative standpoint and how this affects the 

effectiveness of the advertisements, is an issue heavily discussed in the literature. A 

considerable number of consumer research studies agree that negative information and 

images are more attention-grabbing and convincing than positive communication efforts, 

especially when consumers process information systematically (Bagozzi & Moore, 1994; 

Homer & Yoon, 1992; Huhmann & Brotherton, 1997). The effectiveness of negative appeals is 

mainly attributed to the fact that they are more likely to breach spectator’s expectations, by 

moving beyond messages that are framed in a positive way, thus generating greater scrutiny 

(Chang &Lee, 2009; Levin, Schneider & Gaeth, 1998). 

 

Moreover, these appeals render the viewer a witness of the horror of suffering (Chouliaraki, 

2010: 111). In this context, different studies have shown that when people are confronted with 

threats of undesirable future social alterations, they tend to adjust the
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–a different type of-compassion fatigue. Showing smiling faces of children, creates an 

impression that ‘everything is already taken care for’ (Small, 1997: 581-593), while these 

images may ultimately lead to inaction based on the assumption that ‘these are not really 

people in need’ (Cohen, 2001: 183-84). 

 

Type of action 

 

Most times charity advertisements request for monetary donations so as to fund the work of 

NGOs. 
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The branding of suffering 

 

As argued above, humanitarian communication constitutes a field of longstanding debates. 

The ‘threat of delegitimization’ is constant in this field where the reality of suffering attempts 

to generate diverse feelings, however without always managing to depict suffering as the 

reason of legitimate action (Chouliaraki, 2010: 114). 

 

In this context the exploration of an emergent style of humanitarian appeal that moves 

beyond the traditional registers of pity (guilt, empathy) as drives for action, is necessary 

(Vestergaard, 2008). These appeals depart from the ‘moral mechanism’ of negative and 

positive appeals where one thing, namely the reality of suffering, is hypothesized to lead to a 

different thing, namely action. What is communicated in this case is mainly the brand of the 

organisation.  

 

Branding, is regarded as departing from the verbalisation of an argument and focusing on the 

“aura of the brand”, which retains the relation between the consumer and the company 

(Arvidsson, 2006: 73-
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Audience and mediated texts 

 

‘Placing emphasis on the ways in which meaning is made and experimented by 

viewers, reception analysis necessarily develops an account of interpretation and its 

variables, which is in some tension with the conventional ideas of influence and 

effects’ (Corner, 1999: 80). 

 

The above quote demonstrates the approach taken in this project regarding audience’s role in 
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constitutes a crucial aspect that ‘interrelates diverse societal constituencies such as the 

humanitarian organisations, the media and the policy makers’ (Höijer, 2004: 518). 

 

Using the notion of ‘active audience’ in relation to the notion of ‘proximity’- as used by 

Silverstone (2007) and Levinas (1969) to refer to mediation’s ability to offer orientation to 

the wider world- this project will try to examine the ways in which the audience relates to 

images of distant sufferers in the media and particularly in charity advertisements, as well as 

how this relationship is perceived. It will also be a challenge to examine whether the 
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This research has no intention of generalising findings to the population. It is a qualitative 

study of the sense-making process of a specific part of the population. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
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 ‘The versatility and values of qualitative interviewing is evidenced in its widespread use in 

many of the social scientific disciplines and in commercial social research. In the areas of 

media audience research public relations and advertising’ (Gaskell, 2000: 39). 

 

In general, interviewing is the method most often used for generating in-depth personal 

reports, comprehending the personal framework and examining different issues in more 

detail (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 61). One-to-one in-depth interviews permit the use of open 

answer queries that- although can place greater demand upon the interviewees and are more 

difficult to summarise and analyse- let the participants present their responses in their own 

terms, providing richer answers and thus more complete insights into their personal 

standpoints (Deacon, Pickering, Golding & Murdock, 1999: 79).  

 

In the context of audience qualitative research, there is a longstanding debate regarding 

when group discussions are more appropriate than individual interviews. Personal interviews 

are probably the most frequently used method in terms of qualitative research and as Ritchie 

and Lewis(2003: 36) highlight ‘their key feature is to provide an undiluted focus on the 

individual’. Similarly, Gaskell (2000) and Kvale (1996) assert that individual interviews are 

more preferable to group discussions since they are more useful in accessing detailed 

personal standpoints. As Gaskell (2000: 48) writes ‘with the single respondent, far richer 

detail about personal experiences, decisions and action sequences can be elicited’.  Thus, 
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setting, and framework on the research. Thus the topic guide’s questions were formulated in 
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After re-examining the data the nine sub-themes were compiled into three distinct, major 

themes (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984). The themes were inductively drawn from the data instead 

of deductively unfolded from theory or previous studies, however as Joffe and Yardley(2004: 

58) correctly note no theme can be completely inductive since ‘the researcher’s knowledge 

and preconceptions will inevitably influence the identification of the themes’ . 

 

In sum three major themes emerged: 1. Charity advertisements and representations of 

suffering: Compassion through proximity, 2.Turning one’s back on advertisements focusing 

on human suffering: Unresponsiveness and distantiation and 3. Making sense of charitable 

appeals and type of action: The branding of suffering? Arguably, these themes locate and 

summarise the experiences, motivations and understanding of this project’s respondents 

(Leininger, 1985). 
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A particularly interesting finding was that the thoughts the audience expressed regarding 

distant sufferers, was in direct relation to the images presented to them through charity 

advertisements and the media in general. When asked about their impulsive impressions of 

the people that constitute the main recipients of aid by humanitarian organisations, the vast 

majority of respondents started to talk about the images they see in these advertisements, 

placing particular emphasis on the penetrative force of the latter: 

 

 ‘It is these images of young, helpless children that cry and seem desperate that come to my 

mind when I think about people in need…these images that are brought to us mainly 

through these advertisements…they are most of the times really sad…’ (Mary) 

 

‘My impression of these people is to a significant degree formed by what I see in these 

ads…I don’t know if this is good or bad, but the first images that come to my mind when 

you ask me that are images of peo



MSc Dissertation of Magdalini Tsoutsoumpi 

- 22 - 

 

‘Imagine seeing your kids crying and asking for food and clean water…things that are so 

simple but you can’t give them to your kids…I would be devastated’ (Mary) 

 

‘I have a younger brother and I imagine him being poor and skinny and so unhappy…it’s 

horrible!’ (Tamara) 

 

Confirming in a way the position taken by the optimistic narratives on the mediation of 

suffering, respondents appear to feel compassion and empathise with sufferers by viewing 

images that expose them to situations beyond their immediate environment. Understanding 

distant suffering from the standpoint of proximity, respondents reduce the cognitive distance 

and relate to the distant sufferers. Although Nussbaum (1996) asserts that spectators can 

never imagine that the sufferer’s pain is their own pain, the findings here indicate that 

participants-and especially women- not only can feel approximation to the sufferers, but, 

depending on the experiences they share with them, they can imagine being at their position 

and feel the exact same distress. 

 

Importantly the findings demonstrate that all respondents (both male and female) feel more 

moved by images of children and women, indicating that compassion depends on ideal 

victims images. It seems that all respondents consent the prevalent ‘victim code’ of the media 

in general and charity advertisements in particular, perceiving children and women as victims 

deserving for their compassion, which relates back to the literature review and the arguments 

presented by Höijer 
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In sum, the usefulness of these texts in the wider media context was recognised by all 

respondents, while the initial assumption of the performative nature of images was 

confirmed. Most grandly the findings indicate that the vast majority of respondents, and 

especially women, perceive distant suffering from the perspective of proximity expanding 

their worldview beyond their immediate environment empathising and indentifying with 

distant sufferers. Thus pictures in charity advertisements –and particularly images of children 

and women- may actually encourage the audience to feel moral compassion at a distance. 

 

Turning one’s back on advertisements focusing on human suffering: 

Unresponsiveness and distantiation 

 

Apart from feeling compassion towards distant sufferers, the analysis showed that there are 
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‘There is no guarantee that these organisations actually help people in need, even the big 

ones…how do I know that the money doesn’t end up in someone’s pocket? I don’t 

remember seeing any ads that actually describe what the organisation does or how it 

operates…it actually makes me think: sorry but I won’t send money to make you richer!’ 

(Anastasia) 

 

‘They show these images, they expose 
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pain – for instance as Moeller (1999) asserts- in order for one to be fatigued (‘I definitely feel 

sorry about these people…’). In other words, when respondents appear to be immune, this 

reaction is not directed towards the sufferers and their situation, but instead it could be 

argued that in this case compassion fatigue appears as coming from the nature of the 

representation and not the moral constitution of the audience per se. This finding is 

particularly important since it demonstrates that there still is a space for possibility for 

humanitarian action, on the part of the audience.  

 

Making sense of charitable appeals and type of action: The branding of 

suffering? 

 

Although respondents develop different strategies to distantiate from human suffering as 

presented at charity advertisements, the latter can also invite the audience to experience 

emotions of compassion and pity, while they are also perceived as a necessary part of the 

wider media context. At the same time the literature is filled with debates regarding the 

effectiveness of particular charitable appeals (i.e. negative vs. positive appeals and different 

types of requested action). While the fact that charity advertisements should continue to exist 

is undeniable, the main question that emerges is: ‘Should charity advertisements continue to 

exist in the same form?’, in other words ‘are the charitable appeals used in most charity 

advertisements effective?’ The findings indicate that the answer to both of these questions is 

negative. 

 

Even in the case that the respondents did trust the advertisements (did not perceive them as 

manipulative) and the producers of the message (the aid organisations), the emotions 

experienced by them while decoding texts using particular appeals, were always different 

from the ones encoded in (intended) by the appeal makers. During the interviews, the 

respondents were shown two images (one sad and one optimistic) used in the framework of 

two different charity campaigns. When they were explicitly asked whether the advertisements 

made them feel guilt or gratitude/tender
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‘No, definitely not guilt. I feel very upset because this kid is in this condition and it is not his 

fault, but it is not my fault either...plus, I see this same image on tv, on the internet, on posters 

in the street…you can’t feel guilty every single time!’ (Tamara) 

 

For the ‘positive appeals’ image: 

 

‘Well it’s just a happy child like the ones you see when you go out for a walk…I don’t feel that 

she is in need or that it is necessary for me to help her…’ (Vlad) 

 

‘This could be an advertisement for toothpaste (laughter)! That girl is happy, but it doesn’t 

make me feel the same, probably because I don’t know exactly why she is happy…’ 

(Chrostopher) 

 

‘Well, is the ‘either-or’ depiction, right (laughter)? At first they were only showing sad images, 

now they are showing more optimistic images, but sometimes these images (the optimistic) 

don’t have a point…I don’t feel gratitude or heart-tenderness…actually I feel nothing when I see 

this image…’ (Joanna) 

 

The evidence indicate that the decoding of these appeals and the emotions involved in the 

procedure were quite different from those intended by the text, and can be interpreted as a 

kind of ‘negotiated’ or ‘oppositional’ reading (as Hall’s (1980) model would characterise it) of 

these particular appeals. Respondents once again seem to understand the purpose of these 

appeals, but opt to interpret them differently. The findings also relate back to the literature 

review and the critiques towards the use of ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ appeals, in order for the 

advertisements to generate particular emotions, that appear to have a strong base. More 

specifically, due to the fact that negative appeals are the most common form of framing for 

charity advertisements, they are being perceived as techniques by the ‘savvy’
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Being tired of appeals that create a link between viewing suffering and feeling for the sufferer, 

in an attempt to generate particular action (‘I would not focus on  images that try to make me 

feel in particular way that will eventually make me donate money’), respondents arguably 
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The analysis of the findings proved to be more difficult than thought in the beginning. Here, 

researcher’s creativity is particularly important since it can generate unconventional and 
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It becomes apparent that when examining audience’s reactions to advertisements that focus 

on human suffering, it is vital not to simplify the conversation. The audience should not be 

idealised, believing that compassion can be generated merely by exposing people to images of 

suffering. Neither the audience should be stigmatised as mainly turning in cynicism and 

compassion fatigue. There is a ‘two-sided effect’, of proximity and compassion on the one 

hand, and distantiation on the other. However, as indicated above there are diverse types of 

compassion and distantiation. Importantly, aid organisations need to adjust their 

communication efforts to the characteristics of an ‘active audience’ and move beyond ‘moral 

mechanisms’ and passive representations. In order to gain the trust and attention of the 

audience these campaigns have to focus on ‘action’ and ‘possibility’, presenting the 

organisations and their work as part of their ‘brand equity’, while offering more meaningful 

alternatives for action on suffering, rather than mere financial support. 

 

Already there is literature emerging to explore this new form of charity campaigning- that 

departs from moral mechanisms and focuses on organisations as brands. One could argue 

that research here, should avoid the same trap of ignoring audience’s perception in favour of 

an examination of representations and effectiveness. Moreover, it would be useful to validate 

the results by carrying out interviews among a similar set of respondents or using different 

age groups so as to examine discrepancies and resemblances with regards to age. Combining 

quantitative and qualitative methods, advertisements themselves should also be examined, so 

that insightful contrasts could be made between texts and audience reception from different 

nations, in order to obtain a better understanding of the cultural implications included in the 

interpretation of these. 
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